Within the realm of punk music, little attention has been paid the musical and cultural movement of political punk rock within the Canadian context. The Vancouver--based punk band D.O.A. has achieved recognition within the punk community both for their music, their political consciousness, and for their role in labour activism in the 1980s. Their 1983 song "General Strike" was written about, and produced as a benefit for, a group of leftists in British Columbia known as the Solidarity Movement, who were fighting against the provincial Social Credit Government headed by Premier Bill Bennett. Using the theoretical framework of Simon Frith's "Towards and Aesthetic of Popular Music," this essay analyzes the way in which punk music and leftist politics intersected during the 1983 Solidarity Protests and how D.O.A. contributed to the construction of a unified communal identity among protestors. Furthermore, in exploring mainstream and underground media coverage surrounding D.O.A and the Solidarity Movement, this essay examines the way in which the political events of 1983 have been viewed in years since and have become part of a national political narrative.
However, punk can be seen as important in shaping Canada's political and social scene, particularly on the West Coast. While a few Canadian punk bands have gained recognition internationally, alongside big American and British names in the industry, they are seen at best as part of a larger counter--culture movement, or at worst as part of a multi--and the Left," Socialist Review 39, no. 8.3 (1978) : 63. 8 Simonelli, "Anarchy, Pop and Violence, " 123. 9 Andrew Cohen, The Unfinished Canadian: The People We Are (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2007) , 95. national commercial industry. However, Canadian punk bands must be understood within the cultural and political context from which they were born -- one that distinguishes them from non--Canadian examples, even as there are evident similarities among them. Moreover, punk music in Canada must be seen as not only a cultural or political movement, but also the result of a complex interplay of popular culture and politics that makes punk rock a medium with the ability to transcend the imperatives of both factions.
A particularly telling example of the ways in which punk rock in Canada has pushed the boundaries of thought --in terms of cultural products and political action --is the case of the Vancouver--based band D.O.A. Beginning in the late 1970s, D.O.A. created a unique brand of loud, brash, politically--engaged songs that earned them a place among the great first--generation punk acts.
10 However, D.O.A. was not simply embraced by punks, but was also part of a larger, socialist--inspired labour movement in British Columbia. Their 1983 single "General Strike" was an energetic call to action for British Columbia's citizens and workers, and was embraced by the province's labour activists engaged in conflict with the Social Credit government of Premier Bill Bennett. 11 This political and social context allowed D.O.A.
to surpass the constraints of the punk community, and gain acceptance within the larger, leftist political community even as they transcended the particularities of British Columbia to achieve widespread acceptance as part of the punk community in North America and abroad. Simon Frith's framework for analyzing the social functions of pop music shows how punk rock enabled D.O.A. to surpass the constraints of the British Columbia punk community and mainstream politics, while gaining acceptance among the more radical politics of the broader punk community. This paper examines the ways in which D.O.A.'s brand of political activism has enabled them to step out of their musical niche, gaining acceptance among a broader, leftist political community in British Columbia. For D.O.A., the political and social climate of 1983 British Columbia allowed their single "General Strike" to achieve widespread notoriety, transcend the boundaries of both musical and political communities, and establish themselves as an important part of Canadian political history.
The political landscape of British Columbia during the early 1980s is particularly interesting when analyzing D.O.A.'s place in Canadian cultural and political history, largely because it presents such an exceptional situation in twentieth--century Canada. British Columbia's history of labour activism is more overtly leftist in its politics than that of other regions of the country, and throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, its workers created a legacy of protest both on economic and political grounds. 12 Leading up to the unrest of 1983, British Columbia hosted nine of the thirty--four largest strikes in Canada, setting an undeniable precedent for reaction to labour policy changes in the 1980s. 13 British Columbia experience the 1980's widespread economic downturn differently than other parts of Canada did. This distinct experience significantly influenced the actions of the provincial government, and the citizens' subsequent reactions. As William Carroll and R.S Ratner point out, British Columbia relied heavily on its export resource economy and also had a history of militant activism and collaboration between labour organizations. By the 1950s, British Columbia had the highest density of unions in North America. Therefore, the government felt the need to enforce large--scale changes to the province's social policies, just as other export--driven provinces did, but these changes were less easily accepted than they may have been in other parts of the country. 18 Adding to the reaction from labour groups was the fact that during debates over Bennett's restraint bills, legislative action to counter the motions was severely restricted. Closure, a tool never before used in the British Columbian legislature, was invoked twenty--one times, and the leader of the NDP opposition was removed from legislature for the entire session. 19 Given this fault in the legislative process, it is not surprising that strikes and radical political action followed. Drawing on the influence of growing up in politically active Vancouver, just down the street from Simon Fraser University, during the era of the Vietnam War and American nuclear testing, the band became known for their political voice as much as for their driving rhythms and energetic stage performances. Beginning in local bars in downtown Vancouver, the group soon performed throughout North America, most notably at benefit shows, such as a 1979 benefit for Leonard Peltier, Rock Against Racism, and a 1980 Rock Against Reagan concert. 24 By 1983, D.O.A. had become known throughout the United States and Canada, playing alongside such renowned names in punk as X, Bad Brains, Black Flag, Siouxsie and the Banshees, and the Dead Kennedys. In the rock press, more prominent well--known bands praised the group for their musical and political might, encouraging a growing following for the boys from British Columbia. 25 Despite their popularity in both Canada and the United States, D.O.A. stuck to their political roots, writing and performing songs about the issues facing citizens at home in British Columbia. In this way, they distinguished themselves from many American punk bands who within the early punk movement gained the reputation of lacking the political backing of the original British punks.
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As David Simonelli noted in his history of punk rock, American punk "was born of affluent boredom" rather than the class 21 Keithley, I Shithead, 233. In expressing the difficulties felt by many youth, punk enabled a sense of unity and community based in common understandings of individual social positions. Keithley, for whom punk was a significant factor in his growing up, notes that he and his future bandmates considered themselves activists from the age of sixteen, due in part to the influence of early punk bands, which suggests that punk music created a community identity similar to, and overlapping with, that of political activism. 37 This feeling of collective identity, along with the genre's often overt politically--and socially critical content, allowed punk to move beyond entertainment to promote "broader changes in values, ideas, and ways of time of the political action in British Columbia, the Solidarity Times noted that the 1000 copies of "General Strike" that were pressed would serve as "souvenirs of these turbulent times."
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In presenting the single as a souvenir, the article's author recognized the place of D.O.A.'s music in preserving a particular collective memory of the events of 1983. The single is clearly meant to serve, in this case, as a historical document. This can be true of punk music more broadly as well, largely because of its political influences. By addressing specific political and social issues, like Bill Bennett's austerity measures in "General Strike" or the Sex Pistols' "God Save the Queen," which criticized the British monarchy during Queen Elizabeth II's silver jubilee, this genre can be understood in the broader context of social history and serves as an indicator of social changes over time. 49 Punk songs represent memories of particular historical and social contexts. "General Strike" serves as a reminder of 1980s British Columbian society and the way historical and social circumstances encourage people to respond to, and interact with, diverse media in creating a political identity.
Frith's final function of popular music, which he describes as a consequence of all its other functions, is that "music [be] something possessed." were not members of the striking unions, but participated both through their music and through demonstrating alongside union members, it is evident that both their political allegiances and their cultural craft were important to the political identity they constructed as a part of the events of 1983. Their status as part of the punk subculture did not relegate them to positions as outsiders within the movement; rather, punk politics became part of the politics of the movement.
Furthermore, because D.O.A. was gaining popularity in the North American punk scene during this time, and would continue to perform "General Strike" across the continent long after the events of 1983 had come to a close, audiences who had no ties to Solidarity or British Columbian politics were able to bring this song and its political message into their communal identities. In this way, D.O.A.'s music enabled both musical and political communities to overlap, as members of those communities created their own meanings and connections to the single, and digested the political message in diverse contexts. In the context of the Solidarity Movement, the song clearly addresses specific issues of the time; however, the words could apply to any number of political situations. The song's lyrics address issues of working class culture that are largely universal, as the third verse of the song shows: "We've been out, breakin' our backs. / Been out workin' gettin' no slack. / All week long, payin' those bills. / That´s just the people, that still got a job. / What about the rest of us, on the soupline." The aesthetic properties of music were not the only factor promoting the transmission of D.O.A.'s political messages to a broad audience. The political nature of their work made them particularly recognizable within both the global punk community and the Canadian historical and political scene. D.O.A.'s social and economic context had much more in common with their British predecessors in the punk movement than with many of their American contemporaries. Simonelli criticizes punk's politics for being "about protest, not change" and argues that it experienced an identity crisis because it was stuck between anarchist and socialist ideologies. 54 This appears untrue of D.O.A., who have always backed up their musical messages with political action. The band's motto, which has stayed with them for decades, is "talk minus action equals zero." The ideals that this group drew from their musical genre included: "Think for yourself; don't back down; change your world; be free." 55 For D.O.A., their music was much more than simply an artistic emotional expression; it was a political ideology based in action. In this way, the band distinguishes itself from both other punk bands of the day and other protestors involved in the 1983 Solidarity Movement. By drawing on influences from both the political and musical scenes, D.O.A. was able to create a more all--encompassing ideology, one that did not back down from the pressures faced by other musical and political groups. After the Solidarity protests ended, little changed in the British Columbian political landscape, though it cannot be said that it was for lack of trying. This movement is recognized as British Columbia's largest social protest to date, yet the results were disappointing for many participants, including the members of D.O.A.
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The lack of meaningful change is partially attributed to the absence of a single, unified goal on the part of strikers. The movement broadly recognized as Solidarity was itself two separate organizations: the Solidarity Coalition, which was formed mostly of previously organized public sector unions, and Operation Solidarity, which was mostly allied with the NDP York, and London. 68 "General Strike" remains one of their best known songs, and although it carries different cultural weight when it is performed now, audiences around the world still understand the symbolic meaning of "stand up, stand and unite." In the end, this lyrically and musically simple protest song, which was penned in about an hour and produced in less than a week, holds lasting political and cultural value because of its ability to conflate the two ideologies.
69 As Simon Frith suggests, "it may be that, in the end, we want to value most highly music… which has some sort of collective, disruptive cultural effect." 70 While Frith notes that music is only able to do so based on its effect on individuals, in this case "General Strike" was able to create such a disruptive cultural effect because of its impact not only on individuals, but also on broader community interactions.
The cultural and political effect of D.O.A.'s "General Strike" can be attributed to various interdependent political and social factors that were unique to the band's experience in late twentieth--century British Columbia. The political influences of Bill Bennett's Social Credit government, the counterculture movement against this power, and the rise of punk rock communities in North America allowed D.O.A. to transcend its allegiances to each of these things and create a niche in which to make powerful political and cultural change. In this way, D.O.A.'s "General Strike" can be considered alongside contemporary British punk rock activism. However, much of the criticism of the early punk movement in Britain does not apply to D.O.A.'s experience within the political sphere; Dancis argues that British punk relied heavily on vague ideologies of anarchy and revolution, with little action to support these ideas. 71 Furthermore, D.O.A. differentiated themselves within the Canadian context. Stephen W. Baron's study of punk subcultures on the West Coast notes the lack of a unified political perspective among members and of engagement with the existing political system, resulting in 68 Heselgrave, "Talk Minus Action Still Equals Zero." 69 Keithley, I Shithead. 70 Frith, "Towards and Aesthetic of Popular Music," 149. 71 Dancis, "Safety Pins and Class Struggle," 124. an inability to affect any real political change. 72 However, D.O.A.'s participation in solidarity was not just "on the street," but within organized political actions through the Solidarity Movement. 73 Later, through Keithley's bid for provincial office, the band showed engagement in mainstream political channels.
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This multi--faceted political engagement contradicts existing criticisms of punk that suggest that it serves only as a symbolic critique of the existing political structure. 75 With the disappointing outcome of the Solidarity Movement, especially the Kelowna Accord which largely ignored the grievances of the people, D.O.A.'s mission of a general strike and political upheaval appears to have failed. However, considering their message simultaneously from cultural and political perspectives allows us to examine the larger effects of their work. The intensely emotional, collective, and culturally specific experience of punk music, along with the radical, active, and progressive experience of the Solidarity protests, created an environment in which D.O.A. could be received positively by a diverse audience and have a real effect on their listeners. As a result, this band is remembered not simply in counterculture punk communities, but also within British Columbian and Canadian political history. While D.O.A.'s motto is "Talk minus action equals zero," for "General Strike," within the context of 1983 British Columbia, talk and action have a much more complicated relationship.
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